Trends in drug misuse recorded in primary care in the UK from 1998 to 2005.
A recent report by the UK Drugs Policy Commission has highlighted the high levels of drug use in Britain and this has been interpreted as indicative of ineffective drug polices. However, the interpretation was based on sporadic self-report data and indirect extrapolation. This paper assesses trends in the prevalence and incidence of drug misuse in the UK from 1998 to 2005 as recorded in general practice. The study was a retrospective analysis of the General Practice Research Database. The study cohort comprised approximately 900,000 patients each year from 183 general practices. Among the Government's key target age group (16-24 years), there was a marked decrease in both prevalence and incidence of illicit drug misuse from 1998 to 2002 (P < 0.01). In older adults (25-59 years), the pattern was more variable during the first part of this period, but incidence remained stable from 2002 to 2005. These data indicate that the problematic drug use in the UK may be declining and that the policies may be more effective than has been previously thought. General Practice data are nonetheless only part of the picture in terms of understanding the prevalence of problematic drug use.